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Let’s start 
Today there is an echo of a change in the conception of training, especially for 
adults with a greater critical awareness, discernment and cultural background and 
above all the ability to regulate their knowledge, their learning, their planning (in 

short, meta-competences). Traditional didactics, as a science of teaching, has always been 
centred on the object, postulating the need to transmit a knowledge that, simplifying, has been 
synthesised several times as the passage of "something" from a full container to an empty 
one. In the last decades we have talked about didactics or teaching in general as a 
relationship. The horizon therefore changes and teaching-learning becomes a process of 
communication between two different universes of knowledge that interact and negotiate. 
Trainer and learner are on the same level of cognitive authority, i.e. they realize that they are 
builders of knowledge itself in a negotiated and co-contractual way: here comes the concept 
of learning community. 
 

What am I learning here and why? 

In this chapter we will focus on the definition of learning community and its principles. We will 
also see an example of how lifelong learning can be include in any working space or 
community and an exercise on how to people perceive a learning community from its 
characteristics. This is important because nowadays the process of learning is intended as a 
continuous multidirectional flow of knowledge, competences, abilities and attitudes that 
involve both parts involved in any formal or non-formal activity.  

What content will I find here? 

The main content you will find here is about the learning community and its basic principles. It 
is a mainly theoretical section where you will find definitions, historical background and 
characteristics of it. You will also find an introduction to the relationship between technologies 
and learning communities, for more detailed examples you can refer to Learning Unit 1 and 2 
of this guide.    
 

Community learning 
The concept of learning community can be defined as the process that brings 
together (in a community) individual self-training actions for common learning 

objectives, and that enriches people's knowledge through continuous interaction, thanks to 
shared modes of action and interpretation of reality1. 
 

 
1 See: Lave, Jane and Wenger, Etienne (1991): Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation, Cambridge University 
Press and Batini, Federico e Fontana, Andrea (2003): Comunità di apprendimento. Un nuovo modo di imparare, Zona 
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Historical background 

The idea of learning communities was developed in the early 1990s in the United States from 
the research work of the learning anthropologists Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger in which 
learning is recognized as a process of an active nature, characterized by the participation and 
involvement of the individual within a given context of action in which he or she operates. 
Learning, therefore, from an exclusively individual and mental fact becomes a social and 
collective phenomenon, in which cognitive dynamics are inseparable from social ones. 
Learning within a community means learning to be and to act as a member of the community, 
rather than simply acquiring a sterile set of notions and information. In this way, the social and 
cultural dimensions play a central role in building human identity and competence. On the one 
hand, therefore, practice, which can be defined as doing within a given historical and social 
context, and on the other, community, interpreted as the social and relational dimension that 
serves as a context for situated learning, become the central nodes of an innovative theory of 
learning. 

 
Be aware of definitions: a learning community can lead to the formal recognition of 
a learning city or learning region, and learning cities or learning regions can be 
intended as learning organizations, and those learning cities that focus on ICT can 
be regarded as smart cities! For all these definitions and differences see: 

Longworth (2007), Learning cities, learning regions, learning communities. Lifelong learning 
and local government, Taylor & Francis Group2. 

Characteristics of learning communities 

The essential characteristics of a learning community can be identified in three dimensions, 
which are: 

● the existence of a mutual commitment between members within a given social 
structure; 

● the realization of a common undertaking interpreted as such by its members, assumed 
as a shared responsibility and negotiated in its various aspects; 

● the presence of a shared repertoire of artifacts, tools, routines, stories, languages, 
beliefs and values that form the historical memory of the community. 

 
The practice thus gives rise to a process through which the participants give life to a co-
production of common sense that is constantly modified and by which they are constantly 
influenced. The negotiation takes place through two processes: 

● Participation, meaning active involvement; 
● Reification, intended as the crystallization of meaning negotiated in artifacts. 

 
2 Longworth (2007), Learning cities, learning regions, learning communities. Lifelong learning and local government, Taylor & 
Francis Group. 
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Where does a learning community take place? 

The learning process is also strongly connected to the boundaries that define a given 
community. These boundaries do not usually coincide with institutional boundaries. Their 
rigidity represents an obstacle to growth and learning; instead, a certain degree of flexibility 
and permeability guarantees development and sharing in synergy with other communities, 
both through connections made through objects or artifacts, such as technologies, documents, 
databases; and through connections established through the participation of people who act 
as intermediaries able to transfer elements of a practice from one community to another. 

New technologies in learning communities 
The learning community is therefore the place where the learning process takes place, which 
could also take place in other ways, it only makes learning more efficient and effective because 
it is based on a continuous exchange of the dimensions of knowledge and know-how of theory 
and practice, of virtual and real. 
For this reason, technologies that facilitate the production, acquisition and distribution of 
knowledge are indispensable to make communities of practice efficient. 
In relation to the numerous experiences of portals and websites that have arisen in recent 
years, the following expression seems effective: "creating virtual communities to support real 
communities". It is meant to say that virtual communities do not make sense if they are not 
intimately connected with real communities, and conversely, real communities could not 
function efficiently without the presence of virtuality, if only because without the virtual 
community, the costs and time of knowledge distribution and dissemination would be 
unsustainable. 
It is not enough to introduce new technologies in a traditional context, technologies must 
support the transformation of the context, continuing education must not only incorporate 
them, but promote them so as to develop in communities of practice an interactive vision of 
professional skills and a continuous exchange between experience and theory. 
 
 

Examples 
Leading car manufacturers offer financial incentives to learning employees, even if that 
new knowledge has nothing to do with the company's activities or goals, as is the case 
with the Ford Motor Company's EDAP programme. Southee3 describes it as follows: 
"The goal is to promote confidence in one's means and gradually bring people back to 

learning in the most enjoyable way possible". 
 
 
 
 

 
3 Southie (2004), Ford Employee Development Assistance Programme (EDAP), speech at Whitehall College, not found on line. 
Read more at: http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents/00002896.htm  
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Exercises 
A learning community can be a tricky definition, it may be a small environment as 
well as a broader geographical region. It might be useful to make learners aware 
of how a learning community can be adapted to different situations according to 
its characteristics.  

 

Exercise 1: Define a learning community 1 

 Ask yourself how would you define a learning community. Make an inventory of the 
words you use and compare them with the definitions presented in this chapter.  

 
Whether they match or not, make sure, if you want to setup a learning community:  

1. to know the context in which the community is situated in an analytical way, 
2. to define a strategy setting out the aims and consistency between these and the way 

they are implemented and the lines of development, 
3. to design the communicative environment in which participants must act, 
4. to organise operational activity in time, physical and virtual space, 
5. to monitor and evaluate community activity in relation to its development. 

 
 
 

Exercise 2: Define a learning community 2  

 
Invite your group of students to define who, in your learning community, is: 
 

● the community manager, directly responsible for the functioning of the community and 
the main interlocutor of the participants, is its guide and helps to determine the strategy 
for the evolution of the community by coordinating the various figures; 

● the content manager, mainly responsible for the production/retrieval of content and 
collaborates in the coordination of the editorial line in collaboration with experts; 

● the head of technology, takes care of the technical dress and has the primary 
responsibility for the online environment of the community, must have specific 
knowledge in the design and management of databases and websites; 

● the expert, the figure who, by virtue of the prestige he has acquired in his own specialist 
field, intervenes on topics of importance to members of the community and 
collaborates with other managers (in particular content and community managers). 
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Summary 
The transition from the era of education and training to a much more inclusive and 
all-encompassing era of lifelong learning, characterized by the concept of realizing 
the human potential of all, leads to the idea of a learning community supported by 
four defining principles: 

1. Learning is considered an ongoing activity that goes on for all life. 
2. Learners take responsibility for their own progress the evaluation 

confirms progress rather than certifying failure. 
3. Skills, personal and collective values, teamworking are as important as 

the pursuit of knowledge. 
4. Learning is a partnership between students, parents, teachers and 

employers in the community who all work together to improve 
performance. 

 
A learning community then becomes a whole process where actions are put into practice to 
achieve common learning goals, the vital centre in which individuals can develop their 
awareness of themselves and their environment, and be encouraged to play their social role 
in work and in the community itself. 
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